The Need for Positive Change: Adapting Management in Public Administration  by Matei, Ani & Antonie, Catalina
 Procedia Economics and Finance  26 ( 2015 )  345 – 350 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
2212-5671 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center
doi: 10.1016/S2212-5671(15)00863-1 
ScienceDirect
4th World Conference on Business, Economics and Management, WCBEM 
The need for positive change: adapting management in public 
administration 
Ani Mateia, Catalina Antonieb* 
aProfessor at The National School of Political Studies and Public Administration, 6 Povernei Street, Bucharest, 010643, Romania 
b PhD Student at The National School of Political Studies and Public Administration, 6 Povernei Street, Bucharest, 010643, Romania 
 
Abstract 
The objective of this article is to describe a way for public services leaders to create and lead a wanted change. Complexity and 
uncertainty or public organization has a high impact when managers are willing to conduct change. We try to see if we can 
change the way attractors behave, and how can them create chaotic change by influencing the patterns of human interaction. The 
key of success is not counting on the on experiences from the private sector, but to adapt all the means and strategy to achieve 
effectiveness and innovative. The complexity of change and the complexity of the public organization are two important points 
and we try to establish a good way to achieve the organizations means by focusing on tools, strategy and structures instead of 
paying attention to how human beings change by forming identities through relating.  The adaptive management is more about 
changing the usual practices in order to comply also with some chaotic circumstances and unpredictability, uncertainty, self-
governance, emergence and other premises describing chaotic circumstances. Not only the practices and strategy need to change 
but also the leaders need to adapt more to the organizations complexity, its attractors and culture. The managerial control is very 
important, but order cannot be established just by knowing the entire situation 
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1. Introduction 
The paper’s main purpose is to evaluate change and to investigate one of the most important issues in the 
promotion of development, which is the role of information in a complex adaptive change and knowledge in 
improving results and ways of working. 
Managers have resources to spend and are being controlled by different sorts of means and therefore are attracted 
to radical simplifications of reality which permit an exclusive focus on establishing measurable relationships 
between inputs and outcomes. In order for them to produce a relevant change in their organization they need to take 
into account all the information they receive from their employees and recreate a decision making process based on 
the results received from their agents’ interaction. 
What managers are dealing with are complex problems and those are often distributed among actors: problems 
manifest themselves in different ways and at different levels; action may rely on differing degrees of collaboration 
from a variety of actors. The complex problems mentioned are difficult to predict: many social, political and 
economic problems are not amenable to detailed forecasting. Where causality is not well understood success may 
rely on adaptation and flexibility to emerging insights, rather than trying to completely fix the shape of policy 
responses in advance. 
 
1.1. Complex problems in adaptive organizations 
The complexity science, as also mentioned by Matei and Antonie (2014), explores the emergent behavior of 
complex systems by focusing on interconnections of the system components and system architecture, rather than the 
individual components themselves. It represents a novel scientific approach across traditional discipline boundaries. 
The fact that some problems and issues are complex has been acknowledged for some time, but in recent times 
complexity has been discussed with increasing frequency and sophistication. Complexity theory and the complexity 
sciences have attempted to investigate the integral characteristics of complex systems, investigating through theory 
and empirical research the ways in which interconnected, unpredictable phenomena work.  
To better understand complex problems we need to have in mind the key concepts of the complexity theory. 
When you relate to complexity, you necessarily relate to systems. Systems are characterized by interconnected and 
interdependent elements and dimensions, which are a key starting point for understanding complexity science.  
All the adaptive systems have a great number of agents which interact. The systems are characterized by 
interconnected and interdependent elements and dimensions. Feedback processes shape how change happens within 
a complex system. The emergence describes how the behavior of systems emerges, unpredictably, from the 
interactions of the agents, showing that the whole can be different to the sum of the parts. Mitleton-Kelly (2003) 
considers that a complex adaptive system is defined by their general characteristics: self-organization, emergence, 
interdependence, feedback, systems far-from-equilibrium, co-evolution, historicity, trajectory dependence. 
The next very important key element is the feedback process that helps the system shape the way change 
happens. Together with the feedback process comes emergence, which is the result in the behavior of the system, an 
emergent one, often unpredictably, from the interaction of the parts, such that the whole is different to the sum of the 
parts. 
Change happens whether an agent desires this among his actions or not. To study the change in a complex system 
you need to relate to phenomena through which complexity manifests itself; within complex systems, relationships 
between dimensions are frequently nonlinear, which determines change to happen in an disproportionate and 
unpredictable way. 
In regards to the above mentioned we need to mention the sensitivity to initial conditions. These concepts 
highlights how small differences in the initial state of a system can lead to massive differences later; butterfly effects 
and bifurcations are two ways in which complex systems can change drastically over time. 
To be able to predict change and to shift it according to the organization needs you need to take into 
consideration the phase space, which helps to build a picture of the dimensions of a system, and how they change 
over time. This enables understanding of how systems move and evolve over time. 
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Last but not least, the chaos and the edge of chaos describe the order underlying the seemingly random behaviors 
exhibited by certain complex systems. 
Distinguishing between ‘simple’, ‘complicated’ and ‘complex’ problems is essential in decision making, as the 
purpose of the solution comes only after well knowing the problem. Glouberman and Zimmerman (2002) illustrate 
this by comparing the problem of baking a cake, sending a rocket to the moon and raising a child. In order to bake a 
cake (a simple problem), it is easy to use a recipe to replicate a positive outcome, with no particular expertise 
required. Sending a rocket to the moon (a complicated problem), on the other hand, requires high degree of 
expertise, and must be divided into a number of tasks for specialists, who must be coordinated. Building one rocket, 
though, improves the chances of the next one functioning well, and there is a reasonable certainty of outcome. When 
raising a child (a complex problem), however, every situation is unique; previous success is no guarantee of future 
success; and, while expertise may help, it is not necessary or sufficient. 
Conceptualizing complex problems comes also from Ackoff (1974), who distinguished ‘puzzles’ and ‘problems’ 
from ‘messes’. Puzzles have a well-defined, agreed statement of the problem, with solutions that can be tried and 
then abandoned or transferred to other similar problems. A problem has some agreeable structure, with known 
dimensions and variables, and has solutions that can be argued for depending on the particular constraints faced. A 
mess, however, does not have a well-defined form or structure, and there is little consensus on the most crucial 
aspects of the issue, let alone what goals to work towards. Messes tend to have a variety of dimensions (e.g. 
economic, technological, ethical, political), which are hard to separate from each other. 
There are similarities to the concept of a ‘wicked problem’ (Conklin, 2001; Rittel and Webber, 1973). Here, 
every problem is novel and unique, and there are no common ‘classes’ of solution. The parameters for solutions are 
incomplete, changing and often contradictory requirements which are often very difficult to recognize. The problem 
cannot be understood until a solution has been attempted, but the very effort alters the understanding of the problem 
and may reveal or create other problems. There is also no obvious test of whether a solution has been found, or 
whether a solution is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. 
 
1.2. When to get solutions for complex problems: decisions within unpredictability and emergent change processes 
Many social, political and economic problems are not amenable to detailed forecasting. On a number of issues, 
processes of change will inevitably entail events and trends that have not been predicted or taken into account; there 
will always be some amount of discontinuity and surprise (Jones, 2011). For example, implementing strategies to 
mitigate and adapt to the future impacts of climate change on a country must work with a number of levels of 
uncertainty- on the likely impacts  inherent in climate data but also on the likely reaction, for example from farmers 
or other groups, to changing ecosystems. 
Services must be delivered and programs must work without robust, stable knowledge on cause and effect. For 
some issues, it is not well-understood what the most appropriate means are for addressing a problem. This means the 
full effects and side-effects of policies cannot be fully anticipated; only some aspects of the future can be foreseen, 
and many possibilities may be equally plausible in advance. 
A very important coordinate is ‘when’ we gain important knowledge to inform action, and when crucial decisions 
must be made- for complex problems, crucial insights emerge only during an intervention, and it is not possible to 
be fully confident that policy/program decisions will be correct ex ante (Jones, 2011). The author also says that 
greater attention must be paid to concerns throughout an intervention, rather than prior to it. Limits may be placed 
on the value of knowledge production and use before an intervention, with the bulk of this effort instead being 
applied during the course of the intervention. 
The challenge of drawing on knowledge and information for decision-making cannot proceed in a mechanistic or 
instrumental way, but is instead interpretive. Kuhn (1962) showed in his work on scientific revolutions, decisions 
between perspectives and frameworks drawing on different underlying assumptions and values involve contextual 
and subjective judgments and interpretation. Looking at this issue from a more practical point of view, effective 
management in the face of complex problems is linked to the ability of managers to interpret information, rather 
than the abundance of accurate information (Snowden and Boone, 2007). Extensive empirical research on decision-
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making has emphasized the central role of sense making in the face of complex problems (Kurtz and Snowden, 
2003), as a way to begin to bring together divergent discourses and perspectives. 
For complex issues, action is often required by a number of actors, who may see their interests as being at 
loggerheads with those of others, or who may not buy into the importance of an issue (to differing degrees); 
conflicting actors may base their position on equally conflicting visions of the problem and its solution. Heclo 
(1978) in his work show that the ways people understand their own interests are not static or uniform, but rather are 
shaped by their experiences and expectations, and their different ideas and beliefs.  
Promoting action and change may require perspectives change, so people and institutions can learn and evolve in 
terms of the way they understand and tackle problems. For example, Ostrom (1992) shows that, where a set of actors 
have shared beliefs, norms and preferences, with a variety of direct relations and interactions, they will be more 
likely to work towards institutional transformations for their common good. Perceptions of shared interests, ideas 
and values are central to inclusive action; this highlights the importance of building social capital between actors. 
  
1.3. Solving complex problems in adaptive management 
Adaptive management is about ‘learning by doing’, a formal iterative process of resource management that 
acknowledges uncertainty and achieves management objectives by increasing system knowledge through a 
structured feed-back process. Integral to the adaptive management process is both a decision component and an 
opportunity to learn. Structured decision making, a term often confused with adaptive management, is an organized 
and transparent approach to the decision process for identifying and evaluating alternatives and justifying complex 
decisions; structured decision making does not necessitate the iteration and consequential higher order learning 
(white circles) inherent in adaptive management. 
Adaptive management is an approach to natural resource management that emphasizes learning through 
management based on the philosophy that knowledge is incomplete and much of what we think we know is actually 
wrong, but despite uncertainty, managers and policy makers must act (Walters, 1986).  
Decision making helps in solving a problem. By solving the problem you achieve a change in the process which 
leads must of the time to evolution. One method to overcome management paralysis and mediate multiple 
stakeholder interests is structured decision making. As mentioned before, it is a matter of evaluation the context of 
the problem, the actors involved and the means to achieve a desired result. Structured decision making is a term 
used in conjunction with or as a synonym for adaptive management, but in actuality it is a problem solving approach 
borrowed from the sociological fields, and it is used to identify and evaluate alternative resource management 
options by engaging stakeholders, experts and decision makers in the decision process and addressing the 
complexity and uncertainty inherent in resource management in a proactive and transparent manner (Allen, Fontaine 
et all, 2011). To achieve a goal, structured decision making uses a simple set of steps to evaluate a problem and 
integrate planning, analysis and management into a transparent process that provides a roadmap focused on 
achieving the fundamental objectives of the program. The success of structured decision making process is the 
requirement to clearly articulate fundamental objectives, explicitly acknowledge uncertainty, and respond 
transparently to all stakeholder interests in the decision process. The conceptual simplicity inherent in structured 
decision making makes the process useful for minor decisions as well as complex problems involving stakeholders. 
Getting change done in a complex organization has all to do with management approach, especially when a 
complex adaptive system cannot easily be controlled. The thing that can be evaluated is the feedback. It is very 
important to control the feedback mechanisms and to shape the system based on its own entropy. 
A key component of any management approach, whether it is adaptive or not, is deciding on the objectives, 
goals, and ultimately management options that may best achieve the desired goals. Deciding on a proper set of 
objectives, unfortunately, can prove challenging. Resource management decisions are further complicated because 
social-ecological systems are complex (e.g. multiple objectives and stakeholder, overlapping jurisdictions, short-and 
long-term effects) and are characterized by a high degree of uncertainty and therefore present decision makers with 
challenging judgements (e.g. predicted consequences of proposed alternatives, value-based judgements about 
priorities, preferences and risk tolerances) often under enormous pressure (economic, environmental, social and 
political) and with limited resources to ensure success (Allen, Fontaine et all, 2011). 
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1.4. Questions to be asked in terms of the predictability of change processes: 
x How well-known are the ingredients for achieving the changes which your intervention is aiming for? 
Can we anticipate the reactions in advance or identifying ‘what works’ in the context will be easy in 
retrospect? 
x To what extend the solutions need ongoing adaptation by implementing agents? Are change trajectories 
well-known or unpredictable? Are potential negative ‘side-effects’ of this type of intervention well-
understood, or do they differ widely from place to place? 
x Are objectives measurable and are they likely to achieve incremental outcomes? How clear is it, in 
advance, what these incremental outcomes might be, which could be readily achievable in the context, 
and when these changes represent’ successes’? 
x To what extent can it be foreseen which activities will be most reliable? Will there be an unpredictable 
pace of change in some areas, with periods of no discernible change followed by tipping points or 
windows for significant change? 
2. Conclusions 
In the face of complex problems, any single ‘answer’ to a problem is unlikely to be sufficient for long: the 
processes and capacities involved in steering interventions need to be cared for and valued. One clear implication is 
the need for further emphasis on ‘governance’ in development. Complexity implies that the scope of ‘governance’ 
needs to widen considerably. Structured decision making governance already exists within developing countries. 
Ground level realities are various norms and values around accountability, collaboration and decision-making. We 
don’t need to transplant well functioning structures, as adaptive management also suggest, but we need to see what 
works better for that organization. The adaptive management claims there will always be inherent uncertainty and 
unpredictability in the dynamics and behaviour of complex social-ecological systems as a result of non-linear 
interactions among components and emergence, yet management decisions must still be made.  
The key of achieving successful change in an organization is in the recognition and confrontation of such 
uncertainty. Adaptive management does not produce easy answers, and it is appropriate in only a subset of natural 
resource management problems. 
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